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The essence of Joseph Cornell's art is... [his]
genius for sensing the connection between seem-
ingly remote ideas, emotions, and objects, and for
presenting them in constructions with a subtlety
which understands that the more remote, the more
incomprehensible they are, the more vital and liv-
ing they must be to have surmounted the barriers

of time and space.!

Larry Jordan talks at the
edge of his painterly gar-
den in Northern
California. Stacks of letters
from the celebrated artist
Joseph  Cornell (1903-
1972) are visible in the exposed, weathered
manifa envelope on the 1able, Jordan says that
some are addressed to his daughter Lorna. A
first offering to the daughter was sent by
Cornell when she was 1wo. He had never met
her. There is a nostalgic, turn-of-the-century
greeting card. And there is a very small box, a
gift from Cornell. The purplish-blue color of
the box is that of a faded agapanthus or pale
sky. Inside there is a cadmium-yellow marble,
and a rhinestone flower pin. They are the kind
of memorabilia that would enchant a young
child in a “five & dime store” during a time
seemingly more gentle, the early 1950s. There
is another box that fits in Jordan's palm. It is
wrapped with an eggshell-colored paper and
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tied with a thin, navy string. On one side is an
image, possibly reproducing a vintage medical
journal illustration with an elegant engraving
of an ear. Jordan says he has had this offering
from Cornell since 1965. He says he will never
open it. What discipline, | say. And marvel at
his thirty-three year, self-imposed discipline,
When shaken, cver-so lightly, there is a sound,
a hollow signal of something more.

Jordan feels that he does not always recognize
the unique figure of Cornell in the writings of
scholars “who are writing for each other”
They misrepresent this man he honors. I think
of the word “dissect,” or the way innuendo, or
exposition of personal experience, can frag-
ment one’s perception of the artist's work. To
Jordan, there was “magic™ in being in Cornell's
“studio” in his humble basement. Here he pri-
vately witnessed, as Cornell's assistant, the
evidence of the artist's incredible creativity,
his mind. To Jordan, Cornell's work is “about
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the thread of recollection.” Cornell's entranc-
ing box sculptures, collages, and filims are the
same in this regard, Their images act as
devices to trigger memories, like the tea-
dipped madeleines in Marcel Proust's
Remembrance of Things Past,

I ask him about the way he “sees™ Cornell's
films. My question begs Jordan, a noted exper-
imental filmmaker, one who assisted Cornell
in “finishing” his films in the mid-60s%, and
one who shat the only film footage of the
artist, to evaluate Cornell's films. But Jordan is
onc who has a history beyond these simple
identifications. [ sense that he would brace
against such a question. (He has experienced
the Fluxus movement and identifies his men-
tors as the San Francisco Bay Area poet Robert
Duncan and artist Jess.) “There are only a
finite number of outstanding films in the
world,” Jordan answers, while holding the box
with the eggshell-colored paper,
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He begins to talk of silent films, their power, as
he slowly fingers the box's navy blue string. He
talks of “saving” noted silent films to view later.
He lifts the egg-shell paper, caressing the time-
ironed creases with infinite care. Sometimes an
expectation breathes so strong through the
body, as now, it seems to expand time between
heartbeats. | know 1 am looking at the edge of
the midnight blue box in the memory, the elec-
tric context, of all desirable presents in the past,
the aura of Cornell's magical work, the extend-
ed literature on Cornell, and the unknown
reservoir of Jordan's memory/relationship with
Cornell. Jordan says he is purposcly “saving”
some of the silent films to see in his later days,
“There are only a few great films” he says. And
unwillingly, like the skin from the body, the
paper is gently peeled off the box. 1 see a Cornell
inside-a luminous, spiritual, and delicate,
matte-blue relief-the gift. Its purity, its intima-
¢y, its powdery fragility suggest that it has never
been exposed to daylight, to the rigors of an
everyday reality.

Jordan says, “what we have here is something of
a happening.”

The relief is a grid of squares. In cach segment
there is a perfectly sculpted, circular indenta-
tion. Next, Jordan raises the inside of the box
top for a view. Here is an echo— a hazy forma-
tion of printed circles. But, it is an impossibili-
ty. To have this image printed in time by the
azure-blue relief... the circles would need to
protrude. The cardboard box is closed. A birth
announcement hand-printed in red has been
hidden inside on the verso of the eggshell paper.
I sce the side of the box. And it is no less a mys-
tery now to know this object is comprised of
billiard chalk. For true magicians mystify with
ordinary, everyday objects.

As Cornell was finishing the little blue box for
Lorna Jordan, he was unaware of her father's
descent down the staircase. Remembering how
Cornell had tied and then kissed the box, Jordan
has relayed that “He was awarce of that particu-
lar magic. He knew it would bring us memorics
of him.” Cornell strived for this same symbolic
resonance in his "public” works. As Dickran
Tashjian noted in his book, Gifts of Desire,
Cornell, who was born on Christmas cve, pur-
posely tried to time his exhibitions with the hol-
idays to associate his art with “the gift.”

Joseph Cornell was born in 1903 in Nyack, New
York. The death of his father, a prosperous tex-
tile designer, in 1917 abruptly changed their
family life, cultural pursuits, and excursions to
Coney Island, the Hippodrome, and vaude-
ville.> Cornell's art frequently contains veiled
symbols to times before this event. His mother
scrimped and worked part time to send him

away to boarding school where e studied sci-
ence and Romance languages. Cornell's recur-
rent stomach ailments and nightmares signal his
anxiety during this period. On a semester break
at home, he awoke panic-stricken with an
awareness of the vastness of space learned in
Astronomy.* In his art Cornell later mapped out
his own controlled universe and imagined his-
tories.

The aniline dyes in Cornell's box-constructions
came from his days working at a textile mill in
the 1920s, Working in his next job in New York
City, as a traveling salesman, he saw influential
work by Odilon Redon and other French
painters in museumns and galleties, He began to
forage through second-hand stores, antiquarian
book shops, and libraries. The sources he accu-
mulated during the next fifty years in this “voy-
aging,” along with his obsessive note taking,
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were catalogued into approximately 165 source
material files or dossiers> They provided a
secure tether to memory. According to Jordan, a
ticket in Cornell's Marcel Duchamp dossier
could “bring back a conversation with
Duchamp. Part of Cornell's filing system was
extended to [the preparation of] his boxes and
collages. There were at least 200 collages in
process, all in brown envelopes, in the dish cab-
inet.” With all things Cornellian, there are
greater complexities to his idiosyncratic accu-
mulations, collecting, and cataloguing. In 1946
he exhibited dessiers with box-constructions in
his Romantic Musenint at the Hugo Gallery, New
York. He thought other artists might find inspi-
ration in these files. The act of archiving—the
filing of magazine clippings, photographs,
reproductions, found objects, and notes on a
litany of sources—is integral to Cornell's for-
mal, creative powers. In a 1959 diary entry, he

wrote,“Prospect of cluttered cellar! creative fil-
ing/creative arranging/as pocticsfas technique/
as joyous creation.® His "ultimate quarry” was
the “source of inspiration itself”™”

After experiencing a healing in 1925, he con-
verted to Christian Science. Tts tenets reinforced
his mental quests and provided a structure for
religious sublimation. Later in his art he con-
verted desire and yearnings to a high spiritual
plane. In 1929 he moved to 3708 Utopia
Parkway in Flushing, Queens, with his beloved
brother Robert, who suffered from cerchral
palsy, and mother. He remained here until his
death. He was not a strict recluse. He lived life in
his own terms and allowed visits by many lumi-
naries in the arts.

European Surrealism of the 1930s provided a
springboard for Cornell’s art. After witnessing
New York Gallery owner Julien Levy unpack
collages by Max Ernst, Cornell ¢reated his first
collage/montage. (Cornell exhibited with the
Julien Levy gallery until its closure in 1939.) In
1936 he created his first film in collage format.
His first box-construction of that year became
the crux of an installation piece for the exhibi-
tion Famtastic Art, Dada, Surrcalism at the
Museum of Modern Art. Cornell shared with
the Surrealists a love of the nineteenth-century,
symbolist aesthetic, as well as the importance of
chance connections.? He assimilated other
European sources, using art reproductions, and
often using the names of French hotels to evoke
stars, sky, and navigation in his work.!? But,
American memorabilia, dime-store objects,
arcade games, and vaudeville, along with Yankee
ingenuity and originality, arc hallmarks of
Cornell's work. He is by his own admission “an
American Constructivist,”

Cornell gained prominence in the postwar
American art scene and cstablished his work-
shop at home. During the next two decades, he
explored series in thematic sequences, inspired
by poets, writers, and artists (Guillaume
Apollinaire, Dante's heroine Francesca, Emily
Dickinson, Susan Sontag, Juan Gris), ballet and
its myths, birds and habitats, hotels, psecudo-sci-
ence {pharmacies), and childhood pastimes
[ penny arcades, sand boxes, fountains, and scap
bubble sets). His work was prolific, if not ritual-
istic in its repetition. As Jordan has noted, “he
worked fifteen hours a day.”

In the 1960s he hired assistants, often through
the mediation of a friend. The art critic Dore
Ashton recommended a recent graduate from
Pratt Institute, painter Terry Schutté.!! Ashton
told her, “You will be perfect, you have a good
head and are organized. And there is something
clse—that line from your forehead around your
cheekbone. It appears in his favorite women.”



Soon after Schutté's interview on January 21,
1964, she received a small, intensely-colored yel-
low box. [ts cantents, a sequence of surrcalist-
like findings, begins with a miniature, wooden
game ball, like those in Cornell's Dovecoat series
of the mid-1950s. This “sphere” is symbolic of
the dove, or message-carrier.!? A page from a
vintage La Nowvelle Holdise, relays the enthusias-
tic sentiment of meeting the ingenue, '3 A teabag
label and picces of wood connote Schutiéd's
painting casel and the drink she favored in the
interview, A circled advertisement for an apart-
ment reads as poetry:  blue skies... wind-
clouds... moon... sun... space... that's
what/you sec from the windows of/ [typed in by
the artist] Utopia Parkway. A fragment of a
woman's profile, forehead to chin, precedes a
clipping of a 5-day forecast on the date of their
meeting. Its verse reads, “active partner wanted.”

To Schutt¢, whose paintings draw from arche-
typal, pre-verbal sources, Cornell was “a visual
poct” who made “magic” His work was “a per-
fect cxample of the artist's message finding its
language.” According to Schutté, “He was six feet
1all, skin and bones, with a sallow complexion.
He had a peculiar sensibility. He was like a shad-
ow and spoke incredibly cryptically. Working
with Cornell was like hanging out with
Mallarmé-all that dream-and symbol-talking.
Schutt¢ made a practice of removing her watch
before working “four hours 1o infinity in
Cornell land.” Jordan has said, “Cornell did not
sleep. He took naps and when he woke up from
dream, he went directly to work. This person
did not come out and talk, like you and 1. He did
not have a whole lot of tolerance for reality or
the mundane. He only stayed in that world. You
can ijmagine living in the same house for 24
hours a day... But you sure learned a lot.”

Talking about her everyday routine, Schutté
related that she was met at the door by Cornell's
“imposing” mother. She was
“ram-rod straight and would
look straight through you”
Schutté always made a point of
saying hello to Robert. “He was
cordial. You never knew his pain
[from cerebral palsy.]” In the
studio she would shake the
game balls in the box-construc-
tion from the Dovecoat series of
the mid-1950s that was later
inscribed to her as Terry's
Colombier,  According  to
Schutté, many of Cornell's
picces were created for such
play. Sometimes they had spare
parts, like marbles in other col-
ors. (Cornell's idea for his box-
constructions may have evolved
from Victorian shadow boxes as
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entertainment for Robert.) When Terry's
Colenibier is moved, the clock spring vibrates, It
is a metaphor for the movement of a bough
after the dove has flown away to deliver its mes-
sage.™ Remarkably, the beguiling litle box-
construction, with its spare aesthetic and glow-
ing white paint, seems to evoke absence, as well
as a charged moment.

Ostensibly, the role of the assistant was to help
with dossiers and box-constructions, Cornell
wrote Schutté, “actually you played the major
role-collation of my file uncovered/some sur-
prises that I may put to good use.” While Stan
Brackage!® stated that he was only Cornell's
“medium” while shooting film for him, Schutié
feels her contributions to Cornell's work were
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“irrelevant.” She was not the instrument to
“make the magic happen.” Schutté and jordan
learned the vocabulary of Cornell's materials,
He layered Le Paige's glue, newsprint, and tem-
pera paint over masonite, and baked it at 350%.
He used aniline dyes. His wood boxes were con-
structed of pine and his images were Photostat
reproductions, rarely originals. He was so fear-
ful of losing sources that he frequently pur-
chased more than one copy of a vintage book.
Schutté’s jobs included procuring [L Sole
Antipaste can labels for his sun images and tak-
ing him out for apple pic, or treks near second-
hand stores. Schutté photographed a frail and
pensive-looking Cornell framed by stuffed store
windows, it is a telling portrait, as the windows
rescmble those of the French photographer
Atget, 2 major influence for Cornell. Schutié's
other photographs lend a live presence to
Cornell's studio shelves, Robert's trains, and
family photographs. In one portrait, she intu-
itively “boxed™ Cornell's phantom reflection in a
window pane. Schutté, a confidante, sound
board, or muse, has refected that, “In Ticpolo's
time, the apprentice ground colors and graduat-
ed to painting clouds. Working for Cornell was
not like painting angels or doing the physical
work. It was a discussion that affects a state of
mind.”

Cornell's letters to Schutié are embellished with
findings-Dickran  Tashian  calls  them
“tokens"-like a delicate feather, a Piero della
Francesca reproduction, or dimestore stickers.
Cornell called Schutté a “Tiepolo Woman” and
asked, “how does it fecl to see yourself across the
centuries?” In his letters we see humor, as well,

“Are you the door/ in adorable?” His correspon-
dence, however, should not be construed as love
letters. They are  sentimental evidence of the
way the artist re-animated his creative vision
through idealized muses or “etherialized beau-
ties,”!6 including Lauren Bacall, Susan Sontag,
Hedy Lamarr, and long list of
others. The performance artist
Carolee Schneeman wrote that
Cornell sustained those friend-
ships with “intangible genera-
tive value”!" According 1o
Jordan, “every box is, in some
way, a tribute someonce’s ability
to inspire Joseph... he wauld
attach to some people imagi-
nary essences. Then it became
very large, a Theater of the
Mind as Mary Ann Caws wrote.
That gave a basis for getting
busy with materials 10 con-
struct a shrine to that enhanced
reminiscence.”

The stars of the ballet and
movies were frequent muses,



He was aware, as well, that the stars of the sky
affected the personal vision of creative figures
like Beethoven and Rimbaud. Cassiopeia, the
collage/gift to Terey Schutté in the exhibition,
refers to the constellation named after the
mother of Andromeda who was banished to
the Northern skies. It is a metaphor for inspi-
ration and is informed by knowing that
Cornell adopted Stéphane Mallarmdé's notion
of "constellations” to deseribe his working sys-
tem, as the “centripetal force of one topic
spreading out in a luminaus expansion,” !

Further references e stars with articles on
Enrico Fermi's theories on cosmic rays and
images from the Hale telescope at Palomar
Mountain, California, are included along with
random notes, ca 1939 1956, in Cornell's
dossier “Experimental Films.” The dossier was
given 1o Jordan to edit the first trilogy of
Cornell's films. In the dossier's “synopsis ca.
1939" Cornell’s carly life seems to be scripted
as, “a lively children's party... vaudeville
acts... and magical atmosphere” Later, © a
new object is sighted,” and, “lightning strikes
in the house.” The synopsis ends with “a plan-
et just slipping out of the ficld of vision.”

The first three collage films by Cornell, that
Jordan finished, are composed from docu-
mentaries and old Hollywoed films. The free-
dom Cornell gave to their working relation-
ship, Jordan feels, was based on his attempt 1o,
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“get other people to add their illuminations to
the project... [The collage films] are the first
found footage, now a kind of sub-genre in
experimental filmaking. There is nothing in
the film that the fitmaker thinks should be
seen lo educate the audience. Their freshness
comes from the carefully collected images the
artist Joved and wanted to preseeve.” Cornell's
approach varied technically from most film-

makers. He would find an image he liked and
instruct a lab to make a duplicate to be insert-
ed in the film, as a “freeze frame” 1t was simi-
lar to the way he copied images, as Photostats,
for his two-dimensional work.

When Jordan lived with Cornelt for one
manth in 1965, Cornell frequently brought up
the subject of a filmy on himself during break-
fast, later saying, "No, that would not be a
good idea” One day, unbeknownst 1o Cornell,
Jordan shot the only film footage of his men-
tor from an attic window. Still photographs
relay a look of frailty in Cornell. But Jordan's
nine minute iribute to the artist records the
strength in Cornell's hands, piccing a roof
back on a birdhouse. The film is a memoir to
the kind of power Jordan witnessed, as Joseph
Cornell “made boxes.”

Signe Mayficld
Curator
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